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A Life

A Life

Village born she was never waited on or made up, never taught
the fefidal precepts for women or the bourgeois ideas of equality and
freedom. She was indeed a very simple creature.

After leaving her mother’s womb, by the time she was able to
walk and talk she helped her parents glean paddy stalks and pluck
herbs . At fifteen they married her off. For sooner or later she would
belong to some other family anyway, and each extra year they kept
her meant the cost of an extra year’s food, clothing and so on. Bet-
ter, then, get her off their hands early to save themselves trouble
and expense simply to enrich other people.

Her husband’s family had so much field work that they needed to
hire help. Even if this new daughter-in-law couldn’t save them tak-
ing on a hired hand, she was worth half an ox to them. In less than
a year, to her bewilderment, she gave birth to a son; for it seemed
to her only yesterday that she had slept in her mother’s arms, and
now here she was holding a baby of her own. He had no cradle, no
snug clothes, no airy, sunny nursery, and it was only at night that
he could enjoy sleeping in her arms; by day he slept in a dark cor-
ner of the room. In less than six months he died. She cried and
cried as if her heart would break. Her monther-in-law accused her
of not knowing how to look after children and inveighed against her
for causing the death of a perfectly good grandson. Her father-in-law
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A Life

swore that his line would die out — she was too ill-starred to rear
children. Her husband merely remarked that he didn’t care if ten
sons died, if only it would bring him luck in gambling. She didn’t
try to fathom what they meant, simply crying from morning till
night. '

One day she made a strange discovery. When she opened her
chest to take out the blue cotton-padded clothes that were part of her
dowry, she found they had disappeared. Later, her husband when
drunk told her he had pawned them. Winter came very quickly.
The west wind chilled people to the bone. She screwed up her
courage to beg him to get her clothes out of hock. For that he boxed
her ears a couple of times. She was used to his knocking her about,
which always reduced her to tears.

Today when she wept her mother-in-law snapped, “Crying? Want
to drown us all in your tears?”

That made her sob still more loudly. In a rage her mother-in-law
snatched up the pestle for washing clothes and thwacked her back
several times. For good measure her husband gave her two more
slaps.

This was more than she could bear. The thought of tomorrow and
the day after ... the future ... filled her with fearful dismay. The
next morning before it was light, she slipped out of the house while
luckily her husband was still asleep. The west wind was like a knife
and stung her face. Never mind, it hurt less than his beatings. She
hurried"a dozen li without stopping for breath till she came to the
river bank, then waited for the passenger boat to town.

When finally the boat came, she went aboard. The passengers all

4
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A Life

seemed to have sixth sense: they saw at a glance that she had run
away from home because she had been badly treated.

“You've only yourself to blame if you make your in-laws angry,”
they told her. “Even if they treat you shabbily, a young wife has to
put up with such things. If you're so temperamental and touchy, so
much the worse for you! Besides, who can you turn to now that
you’ve tun away? You'd better go back with this boat.”

She didn’t answer, just hanging her head in silence.

In exasperation one of the passengers said, “Who knows what
she’s up to? She may be eloping.”

The others roared with laughter, but she paid no attention.

On reaching town she found an employment agent who got her a
job as a servant. A new life began for her. Though she was on the
go all day long, it was less tiring than farming, and as no one scold-
ed her, cursed her or beat her, she thought herself extremely well
off and wished she could stay there for ever. It was only when she
woke at night from dreams of her dead baby that she felt unhappy.

One day while out shopping, to her consternation she met a
neighbour from her husband’s village. As a result, in less than three
days her father-in-law came to find her.

“Run away, would you?” he bellowed. “Now I've tracked you
down you won’t get away again. If you’ve any sense, come back
with me at once!”

She dared not answer but rushed indoors to cower motionless be-
hind her mistress.

The latter called her father-in-law in and said, “Your daughter-
in-law’s made a contract to work here. It isn’t up yet — so how can

6
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A Life

she leave?”

Stumped by this he surlily ordered his daughter-in-law, “As soon
as your time’s up, come back! If you run away again we won’t have
you back. We’ll sell you wherever you are or break your legs!”

So this place where she had felt so comfortable, would in no time
be an illusion — how could she bear it? She dreaded the thought of
the future. For the next few days her eyes were swollen, she
couldn’t eat, couldn’t work. Her master, now that he knew the cir-
cumstances, thought it shouldn’t be hard according to the new law
to get her a divorce.

He asked her, “Do you want to break with your husband’s fami-
ly?”

“Of course I do!” she said. ]

Thereupon he drafted a petition for her, clearly stating the facts of
her case and her request for a divorce, meaning to present this to
the magistrate . :

His wife, however, demurred, “Of course it’s good to get her a
divorce . But she may not be working for us all her life. Suppose she
leaves us and nobody hires her, what’s to become of her? By rights,
her own family should take her in, but can they manage it?”

That made him less eager to take up the cudgels for her. “It can’t
be helped then,” he said.

A few days later her father arrived, sent by her father-in-law.

Her mistress asked, “Have you any way to rescue your daugh-
ter?”

“Since she’s married into their family, it’s up to them if they want
to beat her or curse her,” he answered. “What can I do about it?



